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Atoms of Empire
By FELIX M. KEESING The so-called "South Sea islands," scattered across the troubled Pacific, have become important pawns in naval strategy and power politics. The United States has been building up its island bases and proposes now to fortify even Guam in the midst of the Japanese islands. Japan has declared the Nanyo or "South Seas"
to be a vital sphere of interest, and the Japanese Min?
ister of Foreign Affairs recently suggested that they form a "natural" area for Japanese emigration and eco? nomic development. The question has long been discussed whether Japan has fortified her mandated islands, in contravention of the mandate terms. TransPacific aviation, the "colonization" of tiny islands use- These groups were annexed in earlier days by the great powers primarily for strategic reasons. Secondarily, many were thought of as having economic value, as foreshadowed in the profits of early traders and planters. Their two dozen or so main harbors and anchorages became a resort for sailing vessels plying to the Orient, whalers, men-of-war and, in time, commercial steamships traversing Pacific trade routes. Out of the contact
(1) The United States has jurisdiction over Hawaii, Guam and American Samoa; Great Britain over Fiji, the Solomons, Tonga, and Gilbert and Ellice Islands; Australia over the New Guinea Mandate, Papua and the Nauru Mandate; New Zealand over the Western Samoa Mandate, the Cooks and Niue; Great Britain and France over the New Hebrides Condominium; France over New Caledonia and French Establishments; Japan over the South Sea Mandate; Holland over Dutch New Guinea; and Chile over Easter Island. Two small islands, Canton and Enderbury, are held jointly by the United States and Great Britain. Taken together, the islands have a land area of 390,100 square miles, or three times the size of Japan proper. The huge island of New Guinea makes up 80% of this, while many hundreds of the smaller islands total very little. The combined populations add up to about 2,400,000 persons, of whom 1,800,000 are "na?
tive" to the area; white, Chinese, Japanese, British In? dian and Malaysian peoples comprise the main immigrant groups. There are perhaps 200,000 people of "mixed" ancestry on the scene; and many immigrants, especially Chinese, Japanese and Indians, have rooted in so deeply that they are well on the way to being "nativized."<2)
Contrary to popular belief, most South Sea groups are now on the increase. Depopulation, formerly so seri? ous, has been checked among one people after another, particularly through modern health work. Indeed, the trend is now toward a rapid growth in numbers, based on a very high birth rate and a falling death rate. The Samoans are setting the pace with an amazing in? crease?63%?since 1921; the people of Guam show a 50% rise in the same period, the Tongans 37% and the Fijians 20%; most other groups appear to be fol? lowing along. Indeed, problems of overpopulation now loom for many communities, and some of the small islands are already having to spill their populations into neighboring jurisdictions. Considerable intermixture has taken place with incoming whites and Asiatics, especially among the brown-skinned Polynesians, and many of these, counted "native" in the islands today, are touched by these spreading strains. But such outmarriage seems now to be lessening, and the native side continues to predominate.
Native Customs Changing
The casual visitor to the South Seas is likely to think that the island peoples have changed their ways of living very little except around the ports, and outward impressions would suggest this to be so. Actually the influence of traders and officials, and usually of mis? sionaries and schoolteachers, has brought profound shifts in native custom and thought. The son of a Fijian cannibal has become a dignified church elder, and his son takes out his energies on the football field.
Today, natives are likely to travel extensively, speak two or three languages, listen in to radio sets and have their favorite movie stars. Among significant trends of the modern period have been a stirring of individualism which tends to disrupt the older social arrangements of family and community, and a movement of young and ambitious people to already overcrowded urban centers. The economic and social problems involved are quite comparable with those familiar in western countries. (3) Considerable progress has been made in self-government along modern lines. This is particularly so in In the prewar year 1938, exports from the region as a whole were worth about U.S. $147,000,000 and its im? ports about $142,000,000. If Hawaii, the area of major commercial development, is excluded, the corresponding figures are $49,000,000 and $32,000,000. (5) Of this latter trade, about 32% was with Australia, 27% with Japan (the bulk, however, represented by trade with the Japanese Mandated Islands), 13% with Great Britain, 7.5% with France, 6% with the United
States, nearly 6% with Canada, 4% with New Zealand and lesser amounts with other countries. The Ameri?
can trade stake, which is a "natural" linkage in terms of geography and has been fairly stabilized for decades, involves taking close to $2,000,000 worth of island prod?
ucts and supplying goods worth well over $3,000,000. ones take root. In London an official British-French committee immediately raised the price of copra from ?9 5s. a ton f.o.b. at that port to ?12 7s. 6d., and the prices for other products also started upward. But this first period of hope soon gave way to anxiety and then to alarm. Costs of living in the islands rose steeply along with freight rates. By early 1940 shipping had become so dislocated that merchants had to ease off their buying, and by summer European markets were almost wholly cut off. Many islands entered upon the greatest crisis of their checkered economic history. When near the end of the year some demand for copra was again resumed in London at a price of ?12 per ton, transportation charges from South Sea ports were said to total about ?11. Japan. Yet, in spite of quite eager efforts by Japanese interests to expand commercial relations, the island governments have shown no keenness to use these particular opportunities.
Position of French Colonies
The economic situation became even more aggravated when France collapsed.
Even though French
Pacific colonies had depended on the southern Domin?
ions for many basic imports and had sold them certain products, their main support was a protected French market which absorbed their copra, coffee, shell and so on. Suddenly they were cut financially and commer- This new measure, called the "Importers' Regulation 1941," differs from the earlier import restrictions mainly in that statutory provisions now take the place of administrative discretion exercised so far by the Foreign Exchange Institute. Where formerly the Insti? tute specified only the currency to be used in the pay? ment of goods without intending to influence the nature and volume of the goods to be imported, authorities now have the power to limit or prohibit at any time
